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METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR REDUCING CODING COMPLEXITY BY 
PROVIDING INTELLIGENT MANIPULABLE DEFAULTS 

TFrHNTCAT, FTFT D 

This invention relates generally to the manipulation and design of user interfaces 
and, more particularly, relates to the development of applications, usually by utilizing an 
iterative strategy. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Creating valuable application programs requires more than just programming 
ability. There is an increasing appreciation for the need for aesthetics and ease of use in 
the design of user interfaces. To term the new user interfaces design strategies in cutting 
edge software as being "ergonomic" is not an overstatement. The rapid rate of 
obsolescence in software has further increased the pressure to create increasingly 
sophisticated application programs complete with bug free code and friendly interfaces in 
a short period of time or risk missing the small window of economic opportunity. 

A traditional application program includes source code, usually, organized in 
several modules defined by different roles in the program's logical layout. Following 
compilation, these modules are linked to form an executable program. This simplistic 
picture is modified significantly in the modern programming paradigm. Thus, in the 
popular "WINDOWS®" operating system environment found in operating systems 
manufactured by the "MICROSOFT®" corporation of Redmond, Washington, 
application development typically requires generation of several different files types that 
cooperate to give effect to an application. 
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A "WINDOWS®" application program typically has an executable file that 
creates, directly or indirectly by making appropriate calls, one or more "WINDOWS®" 
elements to implement a user interface. In addition, the placement and appearance of 
these elements is expected to conform to rules in agreement with certain styles. Such 
styles include, e.g., "The WINDOWS® Interface Guidelines for Software Design" 
published in 1995 by the MICROSOFT® Press," ISBN 1-55615-679-0. 

In addition, unlike earlier programming paradigms, in a "WINDOWS®" 
environment, there are files with code modules such as dynamic link library (DLL) files, 
resource files, library files and other file types that are used to generate an application. A 
respectable application may depend on thousands of files to handle the different scenarios 
that may develop in course of its execution. Of particular interest are the resource files 
that include information relevant to the design and implementation of the graphical 
elements shown on the screen, and even multimedia interactivity. 

Although resource files contain data, such as parameters, bitmaps for icons, font 
and color choices and the like for rendering graphical symbols, they cannot be treated as 
merely data files that may be accessed at runtime due to their dynamic use in giving effect 
to the user interface. Some user interface elements, i.e., "WINDOWS®" elements, of 
interest include dialog boxes, message boxes, drop-down lists, menus, toolbars and even 
audio effects. Each user interface element needs to be invoked at the right time and place 
with modifications for accomplishing a particular purpose, and at the same time it is 
expected to conform to a style or deviate from it for a reason. 

Some user interface elements convey information to the user while others also 
collect information, and all, preferably, add to the experience of the user. The placement 
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and details of the design implementation are preferably controlled by parameters supplied 
in resource files, which may be edited with the help of programming tools and resource 
editors, available in some environments, or by directly modifying the application source 
code. 

5 This, in turn, has resulted in focusing attention on the process of designing and 

developing application programs. As maybe expected, cost is an important consideration 
in the development of improved computer programs. Programmers skilled in writing 
code for applications are expensive, and programmers having an additional feel for the 
aesthetic needs of the ordinary consumer are even more precious. Consequently, in 

1 0 developing an application a division of labor between the "designers" and the 

"developers" has proven to be cost effective. Developers specialize in coding, debugging 
and similar programming related tasks while "designers" are so designated due to their 
skill in designing the look and feel of an application. Many designers lack the coding 
prowess of the average developer and conversely, many developers lack the presentation 

1 5 skills that a designer brings to the job. 

One of the strategies in designing user interfaces is to make the interface 
predictable, i.e., conform to a style while draw attention to other parts of the interface by . 
drawing attention to it due to failure to conform to a style or user expectation. Thus, a 
designer would be expected to pick and choose which of the style rules to follow or 

2 0 modify. On the other hand, use of the programming tools and editors requires 

considerable training and technical knowledge since, potentially, rest of the application 
source code could be corrupted by what may appear to be minor errors to the uninitiated. 



A common difficulty in managing such a diverse team is the need for the 
developers to implement the smallest changes made by the designers as they experiment 
with different layouts. Each time the designers try out a new look in course of settling on 
an effective layout, the developers modify the application code, compile and link the code 
5 and then call on the designers to evaluate the result. This is an expensive operation. 

Apart from the need for countless meetings between designers and developers, the 
time taken in developing an application includes several cycles, termed "build," each 
build typically taking two to three days. At the end of a build the different component 
parts of an application are ready to be operated together (as opposed to being tested 
U J 1 0 separately. Thus, desirable management of the application development process 
i« preferably reduces the tedium for the developers while leaving the designers unfettered 

u and, at the same time, reducing costs and the time required for getting the application 

Iff ready for shipping. 

! =3 Another situation that results in the need for modifying primarily the user 

i y 

15 interface in an otherwise finished application is while porting the application from one 
linguistic and cultural context to another. This may result in changes in the style, size, 
associated text and appearance of the graphical controls to accommodate text, larger or 
smaller fonts, handedness, different designs and the like. Some of these changes are 
predictable within a particular context, while other changes require insight and skill to 

2 0 generate an effective presentation in the new context. Advantageously, it is possible to 
make many of the changes without requiring developer input. An application for a 
United States Patent, application number 09/452421, filed on December 1, 1999 teaches 
a method and system for making resource files external to application programs such that 
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changes to the resource files can be made by the designers in a markup language with the 
aid of suitable tools without necessarily requiring developer input and is incorporated in 
its entirety by reference. This still leaves much to be done by the designers as they 
provide initialization parameters, details for the relative placement of controls and other 



In view of the foregoing, the present invention provides a method and system for 
developing software application programs, particularly resource files, so that sensible 

1 0 defaults are included without requiring any action by the designer along with a reduction 
in coding complexity by programmers in general. Thus, a designer has to provide 
instructions for specifying deviations from the norm while implementing various user 
interface embodiments in course of developing a satisfactory look and feel for the 
application program. The resource files are preferably implemented as external files 

15 coded such that the information from the resource files may be obtained at runtime as 
needed without the need for compilation. Furthermore, the external resource file may be 
edited at runtime to allow designers to modify the look and feel for an application's 
interface without having to make extensive and duplicative changes requiring any more 
handling of code than is necessary. 

2 0 This is enabled by the use of a markup language in the resource file to allow the 

resource file to be parsed on the fly at runtime along with default style specifications 
being made available in the same, or another, markup language as well. Routines are 
provides to locate the relevant resource file and parse the markup language therein in 
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mundane tasks in course of giving shape to a user interface. 
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response to a request for a resource. Such routines can be provided as part of the services 
offered by the operating system. In addition, scripts may be used to provide interactive 
interfaces. Furthermore, an application is easily ported to a different linguistic and 
cultural context by allowing a switch between different default style specifications to 
provide modified defaults without requiring extensive resource parameter modifications. 

Additional features and advantages of the invention will be made apparent from 
the following detailed description of illustrative embodiments, which proceeds with 
reference to the accompanying figures. 

RRTFF PFSCttTPTTON OF THE DRAWINGS 

While the appended claims set forth the features of the present invention with 
particularity, the invention, together with its objects and advantages, may be best 
understood from the following detailed description taken in conjunction with the 
accompanying drawings of which: 

Figure 1 is a block diagram generally illustrating an exemplary computer system 
on which the present invention resides; 

Figure 2 is a schematic providing an overview of a typical application 
development process in a possible embodiment; 

Figure 3 is a schematic illustrating a high level overview of the development of an 
application; 

Figure 4 shows an embodiment where a user edits a resource file while an 
application is executing with unspecified attributes being obtained from defaults; 




Figure 5 A and 5B illustrate an embodiment in the "WINDOWS®" operating 
system environment. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

Turning to the drawings, wherein like reference numerals refer to like elements, 
the invention is illustrated as being implemented in a suitable computing environment. 
Although not required, the invention will be described in the general context of computer- 
executable instructions, such as program modules, being executed by a personal 
computer. Generally, program modules include routines, programs, objects, components, 
data structures, etc. that perform particular tasks or implement particular abstract data 
types. Moreover, those skilled in the art will appreciate that the invention may be 
practiced with other computer system configurations, including hand-held devices, multi- 
processor systems, microprocessor based or programmable consumer electronics, network 
PCs, minicomputers, mainframe computers, and the like. The invention may also be 
practiced in distributed computing environments where tasks are performed by remote 
processing devices that are linked through a communications network. In a distributed 
computing environment, program modules may be located in both local and remote 
memory storage devices. 

With reference to Fig. 1, an exemplary system for implementing the invention 
includes a general purpose computing device in the form of a conventional personal 
computer 20, including a processing unit 21, a system memory 22, and a system bus 23 
that couples various system components including the system memory to the processing 
unit 21. The system bus 23 may be any of several types of bus structures including a 




memory bus or memory controller, a peripheral bus, and a local bus using any of a variety 
of bus architectures. The system memory includes read only memory (ROM) 24 and 
random access memory (RAM) 25. A basic input/output system (BIOS) 26, containing 
the basic routines that help to transfer information between elements within the personal 
computer 20, such as during start-up, is stored in ROM 24. The personal computer 20 
further includes a hard disk drive 27 for reading from and writing to a hard disk 60, a 
magnetic disk drive 28 for reading from or writing to a removable magnetic disk 29, and 
an optical disk drive 30 for reading from or writing to a removable optical disk 31 such as 
a CD ROM or other optical media. 

The hard disk drive 27, magnetic disk drive 28, and optical disk drive 30 are 
connected to the system bus 23 by a hard disk drive interface 32, a magnetic disk drive 
interface 33, and an optical disk drive interface 34, respectively. The drives and their 
associated computer-readable media provide nonvolatile storage of computer readable 
instructions, data structures, program modules and other data for the personal computer 
20. Although the exemplary environment described herein employs a hard disk 60, a 
removable magnetic disk 29, and a removable optical disk 31, it will be appreciated by 
those skilled in the art that other types of computer readable media which can store data 
that is accessible by a computer, such as magnetic cassettes, flash memory cards, digital 
video disks, Bernoulli cartridges, random access memories, read only memories, and the 
like may also be used in the exemplary operating environment. 

A number of program modules may be stored on the hard disk 60, magnetic disk 
29, optical disk 31, ROM 24 or RAM 25, including an operating system 35, one or more 
applications programs 36, other program modules 37, and program data 38. A user may 




enter commands and information into the personal computer 20 through input devices 
such as a keyboard 40 and a pointing device 42. Other input devices (not shown) may 
include a microphone, joystick, game pad, satellite dish, scanner, or the like. These and 
other input devices are often connected to the processing unit 21 through a serial port 
interface 46 that is coupled to the system bus, but may be connected by other interfaces, 
such as a parallel port, game port or a universal serial bus (USB). A monitor 47 or other 
type of display device is also connected to the system bus 23 via an interface, such as a 
video adapter 48. In addition to the monitor, personal computers typically include other 
peripheral output devices, not shown, such as speakers and printers. 

The personal computer 20 may operate in a networked environment using logical 
connections to one or more remote computers, such as a remote computer 49. The 
remote computer 49 may be another personal computer, a server, a router, a network PC, 
a peer device or other common network node, and typically includes many or all of the 
elements described above relative to the personal computer 20, although only a memory 
storage device 50 has been illustrated in Fig. 1. The logical connections depicted in Fig. 
1 include a local area network (LAN) 5 1 and a wide area network (WAN) 52. Such 
networking environments are commonplace in offices, enterprise-wide computer 
networks, Intranets and the Internet. 

When used in a LAN networking environment, the personal computer 20 is 
connected to the local network 51 through a network interface or adapter 53. When used 
in a WAN networking environment, the personal computer 20 typically includes a 
modem 54 or other means for establishing communications over the WAN 52. The 
modem 54, which may be internal or external, is connected to the system bus 23 via the 



serial port interface 46. In a networked environment, program modules depicted relative 
to the personal computer 20, or portions thereof, may be stored in the remote memory 
storage device. It will be appreciated that the network connections shown are exemplary 
and other means of establishing a communications link between the computers may be 
5 used. In particular, distributed computing based on dynamic networks that can 

reconfigure themselves with a device providing functionality, such as a video display, to 
another device is intended to be included. 

In the description that follows, the invention will be described with reference to 
acts and symbolic representations of operations that are performed by one or more 

10 computers, unless indicated otherwise. As such, it will be understood that such acts and 
operations, which are at times referred to as being computer-executed, include the 
manipulation by the processing unit of the computer of electrical signals representing data 
in a structured form. This manipulation transforms the data or maintains it at locations in 
the memory system of the computer, which reconfigures or otherwise alters the operation 

15 of the computer in a manner well understood by those skilled in the art. The data 
structures where data is maintained are physical locations of the memory that have 
particular properties defined by the format of the data. However, while the invention is 
being described in the foregoing context, it. is not meant to be limiting as those of skill in 
the art will appreciate that various of the acts and operation described hereinafter may 

2 0 also be implemented in hardware. 

In the context of resource files used by applications to implement user interfaces 
while executing in an exemplary computing environment, it is useful to consider some 
graphical controls. Table 1 presents a sampling of controls that are typically found in 
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graphical interfaces. This list is not intended to be exhaustive, and instead, is illustrative 
of the some of the behaviors made possible by different graphical elements. It is to be 
noted that additional graphical controls, including those with audio and video properties 
are being developed and being continually released. Thus, "graphical controls" and other 
5 similar terms should be understood to include audio/video capable elements. Graphical 
objects accept parameters for positioning the graphical object and generate events that 
may be handled by the application in course of interacting with a user. In addition, many 
operating environments may require the use of one or more Application Programming 
Interface (API) to properly invoke and manage the graphical controls. For instance, in the 

l= ; 10 "WINDOWS®" operating system environment several APIs are available for setting up, 

in * 

modifying, communicating with and tearing down graphical controls. The skill required 

:- : 1 

[!i to implement such controls is a daunting task for many designers. Furthermore, the 

\j\ continual release of new controls both provides a rich environment for designers to 

C3 develop interesting looking interfaces provided they could function without having to 

H 15 become skilled programmers. 

fj. 



Description 


Options 


Notifications 


Status bar: displays 
information defined by an 
application. 


Simple-mode - having only 
section; and 

Multi-mode - displaying 
more than one type of 
information in their 
respective sections. 


May generate events 
corresponding to 
mouseovers or mouse clicks 
over a particular section. 



Table 1 



Description 


Options 


Notifications 


Rnttmv a bitmap displaying 
selected text. 


Can associate text or 
selected bitmaps to modify 
its appearance. 


May generate events 
corresponding to 
mouseovers or mouse clicks 
over a particular section. 


Dialog box: displays a text 
message. 


Can associate selected text. 


May generate events 
corresponding to 
mouseovers or mouse clicks 
over a particular section. 


Tool bar- displays a 

collection of buttons in a 
bar. 


Can associate selected text 
or pictures. 


May generate events 
corresponding to 
mouseovers or mouse clicks 
over a particular section. 


Tool tip: displays text 
explaining the tool function. 


Can associate selected text. 


May generate events 
corresponding to 
mouseovers over a 
particular button or another 
graphic. 


Tradcbar displays a 
scrolling control with a 
slider and a set of notches. 


Can associate text and 
numbers with the scale. 


May generate events 
corresponding to mouse- 
dragging events. 


Spin box- displays arrows in 
an updown control. 


Can specify location and 
size. 


May generate events 
corresponding to mouse- 
clicks over a particular 
section. 



Table 1 (continued) 

Figure 2 is a flow diagram illustrating an application development environment 
comprising a.designer and a developer. It should be noted that several designers and/or 




developers usually participate in a typical project. Thus the description here is not 
intended to be limiting as to the composition of suitable teams in a particular project. A 
Developer provides a build at step 100 in this embodiment. However, it should be 
understood that this need not always be the first step since it is possible to test a user 
interface using something less than a complete build. The application is executed (step 
102) in order to assess the stability of the build and identify "bugs," which are flaws that 
are inevitably found in sophisticated application programs or routines being tested. Such 
sleuthing often requires sophisticated programming skills and serves to identify the next 
build, which aims to fix the defects. The knowledge about changes for fixing the bugs is 
combined with suggestions from the designer to determine the changes needed for 
generating the next build (step 104). Armed with the knowledge about bugs, whether 
derived from testing the build themselves, or obtained from others including beta testers 
and, of course the designer, the developer determines the changes to be made in the code 
(step 106), which results in another build and loops back to step 100. 

The development of a build at step 100 also facilitates independent evaluation of 
the build by the designer (step 108), who evaluates the look and feel of the application to 
determine if the aesthetic impact and ease of use of the application is acceptable. The 
designer decides if the application requires changes that require developer action (step 
1 10). Identification of such changes results in communicating with the developer (step 
1 12), which communication naturally leads to a determination of changes needed for a 
new build (step 106) followed by a new build (step 100). Of course, it should be 
understood that the developer is typically not precluded from contributing to the aesthetic 
aspects and similarly every designer is not always prevented from contributing code. 



On the other hand, if, at step 1 10, the designer decides that at least some changes 
do not require prior developer action, the possibility of a desirable alternative layout is 
determined (step 1 14). If no changes are required then the procedure ends (step 116), at 
least for this build. Else, the designer introduces the changes to implement the alternative 
5 layout, preferably with the help of a tool that removes the need to directly edit the markup 
language, in the resource file (step 118). A suitable tool may, e.g., provide a graphical 
environment for making the changes using drag and drop techniques. These changes can 
be evaluated on the same build for evaluating the aesthetic appearance of the application 
(step 108), thus completing an iteration by the designer in course of improving the 

1 0 application without requiring developer action. It should be noted that this description is 
intended to include the possibility that within a given build some changes may be handled 
by the developer while other changes are handled by the designer. The overall effect is to 
reduce the development time since the designer does not need to wait for the developer to 
produce a build corresponding to most changes. 

15 Preferably, the designer should not have to concern himself or herself with the file 

naming conventions and the precise syntax required for the storing the data. These 
constraints are addressed in a preferred embodiment by using a markup language to store 
data in the resource data-containing file. 

A markup language uses symbols to define commands or routines, usually, for 

2 0 locating and displaying information. Such symbols effectively divide textual information 
into text that is to be interpreted as a command, comment or data to be displayed. A 
popular overarching markup language specification is the standard generalized markup 
language (SGML). While SGML does not provide a usable markup language itself, 



derivatives based on it are able to provide different functions by providing the necessary 
implementation details left open in SGML. A familiar markup language is the hypertext 
markup language (HTML) used for most web-based communications. Another rapidly 
maturing standard derived from SGML is the extensible markup language (XML), which 
is particularly suited for data exchange across the web. XML permits that use of schemas 
and document type definitions to prescribe the details for the implementation of a 
particular set of tags. It should be understood that although a preferred embodiment uses 
a particular XML based specification, termed resource markup language (RCML), 
alternative markup language specifications and strategies such as accessing information 
- providing routines at runtime are intended to be included within the scope of the 
specification. Some functions may also be provided by the use of scripts for providing 
even further interactivity as is well known to one of ordinary skill in the art, including the 
use of scripts in the context of a markup language. 

Figure 3 illustrates some broad concepts underlying many of the embodiments 
implemented in accordance with the invention. Broadly speaking an application requests 
that a particular graphical element be implemented (step 130). The operating system, 
following a sequence of one or more calls, provides a locating routine, termed here as a 
Graphical Control Locator (GCL), for locating a resource file containing the desired 
information (step 132) although similar routines from sources other than the operating 
system could be used as well. The GCL uses a defined strategy reflecting a file naming 
scheme and a systematic search of possible paths to locate the requested resource (step 
134), which is loaded by GCL (step 136). In some embodiments, failure to locate the 
resource data may result in the application being asked to provide a coded version of the 



resource data to be used as the default. An advantageous search strategy allows 
overriding the version of resources coded in the application code by external resource 
files by looking for application coded functionality only in the absence of external 
resource files. Thus, it provides easily modifiable resources without the risk of having an 
5 inoperative application due to unavailable resource data-containing files. 

A tree is constructed next by parsing the text in the file to identify "tags" followed 
by adding the tag to the tree as a node until all possible tags are used up (step 138). Tags, 
in a markup language, are customarily represented by text enclosed by "<" and ">" 
brackets. In the case of RCML a tag results in some behavior optionally using attributes 

1 0 specified in the context of the tag, or provided elsewhere. A closing tag, distinguished by 
the additional presence of the "/" symbol is required to mark the other end of the text to 
be operated upon. For instance "<HTML>" is a tag identifying a particular markup 
language. "</HTML>" is the corresponding closing tag. The use of a closing tag is 
required in XML based markup languages. 

15 Following the construction of the tree, it is "walked" (step 142). In course of 

walking the tree, the tree is traversed and the actions prescribed by the nodes carried out. 
In a possible embodiment, if a particular tag is not recognized by GCL (step 144), the tag 
information may be ignored, or preferably, communicated to the application (step 146), or 
some other prescribed routine for interpretation. Else, it is supplied to a routine for 

20 implementing an appropriate graphical control (step 148) along with required contextual 
identifiers or handles. A check is made to determine if all of the required attributes are 
available in the context of the tag (step 150). If all of the required attributes are available 
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the control moves over to interpret the next tag or exits if no more tags are left be 
interpreted (step 152) 

If all of the attribute values required for the implementation are not available in 
the context of the tag then the attribute values are obtained by an ordered strategy. First, a 
5 previous occurrence of the tag in the tree is preferably used to obtain missing attribute 
values. This is a useful strategy since alignment or style information can be obtained 
from the previous occurrence while reducing the work required of the designer in course 
of aligning a plurality of dialog boxes or drop down menus. These attribute values are 
chosen while avoiding overlapping controls (step 154). If acceptable attributes are not 

1 0 available at the prior occurrence, then the default style specification is used to identify 

desirable values for the attribute (step 156). This sequence of seeking information allows 
a designer to avoid having to repeatedly specify attributes that override the style defaults. 
In other embodiments, of course, some tags may preferably be provided with overriding 
attributes explicitly only. For instance, adding an attribute ''RELATIVE," with value 

15 "YES" or "NO" would specify if the attributes from the previous control should be used 
to derive all or. some of the attributes for a given tag. A possible sequence of commands 
may appear as: 

<BUTTON DEPUSH="TRUE" ID="1" WIDTH="50" HEIGHT="14" TEXT="OK" 
X=""120" Y="7"/> 
2 0 <BUTTON ID="2" TEXT="Cancel" RELATIVE="YES"> 
<LOCATION EDGE="3" Y="+3"> 
</BUTTON> 




In the above sequence the position of button 2, the "Cancel" button, is specified 
relative to button 1 by marking the value for attribute "RELATIVE" as "TRUE." 
Specifically, the Y coordinate for button 2 is advanced by 3 units while retaining the 
values for the X coordinate, the height and width from the specification for button 1 . In 
5 both of the buttons some of the attributes, such as the font and the like are obtained from 
the style specifications, e.g., in step 156 in Figure 3. Naturally, in some embodiments the 
value for "RELATIVE" may be supplied in the default or style specification to be 
"TRUE," thus making it necessary to actually specify it only when many or all of the 
attributes are taking values not specified in preceding tags' attributes. 

1 0 If acceptable values for the attributes are still not obtained then they may be 

provided by the application (step 146), or the user through preferences such as large fonts 
for accessibility reasons or ignored. Thus, the resource data file may include tags that are 
not specified in the schema or document type definition of RCML but may be handled by 
the application or even handled in only some of the implementations. 

15 Preferably, the resource data-containing file is closed when the stored parameters 

stored therein are no longer needed. It should be noted that in some embodiments there 
may be several resource data-containing files in a single application while in other 
embodiments a single resource data-containing file maybe used with the application 
preferably requesting data corresponding to a particular node, i.e., graphical control. 

20 In a preferred embodiment, the GCL, application and the graphical control 

rendering routines communicate using defined messaging systems. For instance, in a 
"WINDOWS®" environment, the GCL is a resource loader provided by the operating 
system. The application calls the resource loader to locate a resource file, which is 



located by using the name of the application since external resource files are labeled with 
a resource identifier appended to the end of the application name, e.g., "APPLICATION- 
101.RCML Alternatively, the identifier is used to retrieve a particular resource from a 
resource file. The resource loader uses the standard strategy of searching the directory 
5 where the application resides before searching alternative locations. If it fails to locate 
the resource file then the code available in the application is used in response to a 
message sent to the application. The resource loader parses the resource file in 
accordance with a schema specified for RCML, although other embodiments may use a 
document-type-definition or other strategies well known to one of ordinary skill in the art. 

1 0 Since the logically many of the graphical controls are "WINDOWS®" elements 

owned by other "WINDOWS®" elements, the call to the resource loader may include a 
parent or owning "WINDOWS®" element's handle along with a handle for the invoking 
application instance. The data in the resource file, read in accordance with the parameter 
specifications, is sent to the relevant child "WINDOWS®" element using the messaging 

1 5 service API provided by the operating system. In effect all communication between the 
different components is managed by standard operating system components with the 
notable exception of the resource loader, which is an additional component provided by 
the operating system. This implementation allows systematic invocation of the child 
"WINDOWS®"elements, which may continue to exist with their own handles allocated 

20 by the operating system, at least in some implementations, even if the parent 

"WINDOWS®" element is closed. Some of these "WINDOWS®" elements may 
generate events in response to user actions that would again result in the messaging 
system being invoked to produce the desired response. Such events may be handled at 



the level of the child "WINDOWS®" element or by the resource loader itself. Other 
events may trigger the parent "WINDOWS®" element or even the application. 

Figure 4 illustrates an embodiment where a user can edit a resource file preferably 
using a tool such as a resource data editor while the corresponding application is 
5 executing. The use of a markup language allows editing of the resource data since the 
text can be parsed again efficiently to implement changes at runtime. Preferably, the 
resource data-containing file is closed prior to opening it for editing, although a copy of 
the file may be made for facilitating editing and invoked after the earlier version is closed 
along with replacement of the earlier version by the edited version. Additional variations 
1 0 including providing options for saving different versions of a resource file can be 
advantageously provided in other embodiments in accordance with the invention. 

rn 

U. This flexible handling of the resource data results in the designer being able to 

ru 

i„f]: modify the appearance of the application while it is executing since the markup language 

□ in the resource file is preferably parsed afresh when needed again. Typically, in some 

1 5 embodiments of the invention, a designer receives a build of an application and proceeds 
|;S to tweak its 'look and feel' by first executing the application (step 160). When the 

application needs to invoke a dialog control, the resource data-containing file is accessed, 
parsed and walked in course of providing data to the dialog control element (step 162). 
Attributes for which data is not explicitly provided are obtained from the values specified 
2 0 for the previous occurrence of the tag or a style specification, or even the application (step 
164), and in some embodiments in that order. The style specifications may be organized 
using RCML to allow construction of a parsed tree that may be used at runtime. Thus, 
setting up a new control does not require the explicit specification of a large number of 



parameters to initialize the control, and instead these can be obtained from the style 
specifications provided in a RCML format. 

A particularly significant expenditure of time and effort is required in course of 
aligning controls. For instance, it is often desirable to place a label next to a control. If 
the label is moved, the control should be moved as well or vice versa. Or several buttons, 
e.g., "OK," "Cancel," and "Retry" may be required to be aligned and have the same 
width. Changing the width or the position of one of the buttons results in a need to 
modify the remaining buttons as well. Implementing such changes can easily consume 
significant time. However, allowing subsequent buttons to refer to the preceding 
controls' properties ensures that the changes cascade down without any need for fine- 
tuning by the designer and, in a manner of speaking, the "Cancel" and "Retry" buttons 
inherit their width and height from the "OK" button by allowing attributes to select for 
such inheritance. 

Returning to Figure 4, examination of the appearance of the dialog control 
persuades the designer to experiment with another look (step 166). The designer attempts 
to edit the resource data using the tool provided for the purpose (step 168). The tool 
attempts to open the resource file and may provide different behaviors in various 
embodiments, some of which are described next. 

In an embodiment A, the editing tool makes a copy of the resource file to allow 
the designer to proceed with editing (step 170). Following editing the tool waits for the 
original resource file in use to be closed (step 172). If the original resource containing 
data file has been closed, it is replaced by the edited resource file (step 174) and it is this 
new resource data file that is parsed and walked if the application again requests the 
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resource (step 176). Notably, the new resource data file is created without requiring the 
designer to specify redundant information, i.e., only data necessary to effect changes has 
to be entered. The remaining information is obtained from the intelligent defaults as is 
illustrated, e.g., in Figure 3. 

In an exemplary embodiment B, the resource editor may choose to wait until the 
resource data-containing file is closed (step 178) by checking the status of the resource 
file of interest (step 180). When the resource file becomes available, it is edited (step 
182) and invoked at the next request for the resource data, which results in this modified 
file being parsed and walked. Notably, the new resource data file is edited without 
requiring the designer to specify redundant information, i.e., primarily the data necessary 
to effect changes has to be entered. Furthermore, this is not intended to exclude 
embodiments that utilize different strategies for editing resource data. Such strategies 
include, e.g., an error returned upon attempting to access a resource data-containing file 
in use, possibly with a message posted if the editable resource data is available. Or, the 
resource data editing tool may be grayed out while the resource file is unavailable, or a 
second copy of the resource file parsed and walked. 

In many application development scenarios the basic application may be 
executing satisfactorily, but the graphical controls, may be less than appealing. This may 
happen, e.g., in porting an application from one language to another or even to another 
cultural context while keeping the language the same. In such a situation, naturally, the 
lion's share of the work is expected to be design work. However, much of the design 
work may require merely specifying a more appropriate style, which, then, may be further 
modified by the designers developing an acceptable user interface. 



In yet another embodiment, the packaged application is shipped with an external 
resource data-containing file that may be edited by a user with the help of a resource data- 
editing tool. This is in contrast to the usual practice of shipping an application complete 
with the user interface in one integrated package, i.e., using the external resource files 
primarily in developing or porting an application but releasing a compiled version of the 
product. Providing an external resource data-containing file allows a user to modify the 
user interface to suit personal preferences without having to provide a plethora of detailed 
parameters. Such a user can instead rely on the built in defaults to provide the missing 
parameters, i.e. attribute values, in the context of the parsed tree with tags providing some 
of the nodes. 

Figures 5A and 5B provide a detailed description of an embodiment in the 
"WINDOWS®" operating system environment. However, this description is not 
intended to exclude other operating systems such as the "MACINTOSH®," 
"SOLARIS®" and other UNIX based platforms or distributed computing. 

A convenient starting point is the identification of a need for a resource by an 
application. The application calls the operating system, termed USER, and eventually a 
call is made to RCMLDialogBox with a handle to the instance of the application making 
the original request (step 200). This is followed by a call being made to find IpTemplate, 
which is the dialog identifier, in the module hlnstance under the resource type RCML 
(step 202). If the call does not succeed (step 204) then the application name is 
determined from hlnstance and combined with IpTemplate to form an identifier followed 
by searching the registry for the application name (step 206). Success in obtaining the 
application name is evaluated at step 208. The inability to obtain an application name 
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means that an external resource file is not available (step 210) and an error or exit 
message is generated. However, success in obtaining the name of the application (step 
208) or the resource (step 204) leads to loading the resource in memory (step 212). 
The resource is traversed and parsed in accordance with the XML handling 
5 procedures to build a runtime tree (step 214). Logging is performed at this stage to help 
RCML authors. Attributes that are needed but not specified are defaulted in accordance 
with the style specification, e.g., height, width and the like (step 216). Attributes for child 
nodes in the tree are inferred from the parent nodes, e.g., they use the same color as the 
parent node control (step 218). Each node in the runtime tree represents an element and 

^ 10 provides access to its children and attributes. If the parsing step fails, an error in the 
markup language is indicated and again the program exits (step 220). Successful tree 

u - construction leads to an examination of the relationships between the node in the tree 

In . (step 222). Detection of errors results in termination of further processing (step 224). 

jj3 ! Success at step 224, i.e., no errors are detected leads to Figure 6B. The tree is 

15 "walked," which is a term of art, and each node is used to build a DIALOGTEMPLATE. 

~ Extraneous text and attributes are embedded to permit processing beyond that foreseen by 

the RCML schema and the loader (step 226). This DIALOGTEMPLATE is passed to 
USER, which is code for generating and controlling graphical elements, with RCML 
DialogProc with LP ARAM pointing to the runtime tree (step 228). The operating system 
2 0 calls DialogProc back and the DialogProc handles the messages WMJMTIALDIALOG, 
where "WM" signifies a message from the operating system (step 228). As may be 
expected, messages from particular dialog boxes to the operating system, and eventually 
to the application, have their own prefixes. 
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W -^Following the processing of WM_INITIALDIALOG ttyk controls are walked 



using EnumChildWindows (step 230). Following this, whether the node has an 
associated child element is determined (step 232). If thereAs no style element, other 
defaults such as the font, e.g., in the style specification or as used in the last control 
element, or as specified in the execution context due to^ccessibility reasons etc., is 
invoked. If there is an associated style element thenAVM_SETFONT surfaces the Font 
information (236). Similarly, other messages are passed to the application's DialogProc 
(step 238). It is important to pass these messages and the LP ARAM is saved for 
providing the application's DialogProc with a/reference to the runtime tree in the 
messages. The changes specified by the messages are implemented (step 240) followed 
by further processing by using messages if there is no exit (step 242). In the case of an 
exit, the dialog is dismissed (step 244)/ It is to be noted that the controls implemented 
often are dynamic and are changed by messages received from the operating system while 
sending messages to the application in response to events and the like. 

To summarize, there are at least three kinds of default parameter specifications 
possible on most platforms. First is the schema default, which is invoked in course of 
interpreting the markup language, e.g., the XML based RCML language. Schema 
defaults may be relative to the particular platform or specified in absolute units in the 
schema. As an example, setting WIDT- 'DEFAULT" may mean using the platform 
default while omitting the WIDTH attribute may invoke the schema default. Second is 
the tree building set of defaults, which are relative to previously assigned values for 
already parsed nodes. Finally, there are the execution defaults. These reflect preferences 
and settings for particular users. Illustrative examples include users needing large sized 




fonts that can be automatically implemented as defaults. Furthermore, the application 
program may include default values that can be used if there are no external resource data 
available. 

Thus, embodiments, in accordance with the invention, reduce the need to code the 
default properties of resources and provide for defaults in a variety of ways. The defaults 
may be derived from a style specification, a preceding control or a parent node. This is 
beneficial not only for those not experienced in programming, but also reduces the 
tedious task of initializing each control with repetitive data for the developers. 

All of the references cited herein, including patents, patent applications, and 
publications, are hereby incorporated in their entireties by reference. 

In view of the many possible embodiments to which the principles of this 
invention may be applied, it should be recognized that the embodiment described herein 
with respect to the drawing figures is meant to be illustrative only and should not be taken 
as limiting the scope of invention. For example, those of skill in the art will recognize 
that the elements of the illustrated embodiment shown in software may be implemented 
in hardware and vice versa or that the illustrated embodiment can be modified in 
arrangement and detail without departing from the spirit of the invention. Therefore, the 
invention as described herein contemplates all such embodiments as may come within the 
scope of the following claims and equivalents thereof 



